SUCCESS AND FAILURE: FRANTZ FANON AND LAMINE SENGHOR AS (FALSE) PROPHETS OF DECOLONIZATION?

DAVID MURPHY
Frantz Fanon has often been hailed as the great prophet of decolonization, the seer who Great men make history, but only such history as it is possible for them to make. Their freedom of achievement is limited by the necessities of their environment. To portray the limits of those necessities and the realisation, complete or partial, of all possibilities, that is the true business of the historian. 2 The aim of this article is to build on Macey's contextualizing work -his exemplary exploration of the 'limits of those necessities and the realisation, complete or partial, of all possibilities' -in order to think in a more general fashion about the processes involved in deeming a given thinker or movement to be either a success or a failure. As Macey's book demonstrates, neither Fanon nor his ideas were widely known during his lifetime. 3 Moreover, the central role accorded to his thought in postcolonial studies and African-American critical thought/activism in the decades since his death is balanced by indifference, even hostility, on the part of many in France, Martinique and Algeria, the three sites with which his work is most associated but where the celebrated Fanon of the Anglophone academy is now largely a mystery.
The article will also compare the interwar period, long marginalized as an era of 'failed' anti-colonial activism, with the 'successful' anti-colonial project of the period following the Second World War. In particular, it will focus on the career of the Senegalese militiant Lamine Senghor, one of the key anti-colonial figures of the mid-1920s, drawing out parallels between his writings and activism and those of Fanon. 4 For, in certain respects, Senghor presents us with the opposite case to Fanon: while the latter's reputation soared after his death (albeit in uneven fashion), the Senegalese was celebrated in his lifetime but then drifted into obscurity after his death in 1927. A comparison of these two figures might help us to understand better the processes at work in deciding how and why a given thinker/activist is celebrated or decried as a success or a failure. Revolutionaries, it would seem, are destined for heroic anonymity.' Three decades earlier, a similarly eclectic group had gathered at a very different type of congress for the inaugural meeting of the LAI, held in Brussels in February 1927. The LAI was a short-lived initiative designed to create a broad anti-colonial front drawing together nationalists and communists; this broad front is clearly visible in a group photo, which features Lamine Senghor at its centre. To Senghor's right is Eddo Fimmen, the influential Dutch trade unionist and head of the International Transport Workers' Union, while to his left is an unnamed general from the Kuomintang, the Chinese nationalist movement; and to the general's left is Jawaharlal Nehru, President of the Indian National Congress party who would, two decades later, lead his country to independence. The photograph places Senghor at the heart of this unified front against Empire. Indeed, the congress was initially heralded as a major success, although, within a year, the splits between communists and nationalists had effectively undermined the LAI as a coherent anti-colonial initiative -and within just a month of the congress, the Kuomintang had massacred their communist allies back in China.
Another well-known photograph from the era is in all likelihood a staged recreation of and ambivalences produced by the colonial system but eventually decided that a consciousness of these factors would not, by itself, bring about change.
Senghor was also an angry young man and his brief period of activism was equally marked by a dual engagement with questions of race and anti-colonialism, although he reversed the trajectory embarked on by Fanon. As we have already seen, Senghor first emerged onto the political scene as a militant within the UIC. Although nominally an independent group run by and for representatives of the colonized peoples -Nguyen ai Quoc, the future Ho Chi Minh, was one of the most active members of the group in its early stagesthe UIC was in fact controlled by the PCF's Comité des études coloniales (CEC). In the columns of the UIC's newspaper, Le Paria, were to be found the most violent denunciations of empire of the period, although the word 'independence' itself was rarely mentioned.
Senghor quickly became a mainstay of UIC activities and a regular contributor to Le Paria.
He wrote about strikes in French West Africa, projecting black and white workers united against their capitalist bosses and condemning forced labour in the colonies as a new form of slavery. However, his most significant contribution was in seeking to forge alliances with representatives of other colonial movements, based on the principle that the transnational reach of empire must be met with a transcolonial front of anti-colonial resistance.
In late 1924 and throughout 1925, the PCF, responding to the Comintern's policy of building alliances with nationalist movements, carried out its most sustained anti-colonial campaign when it sought to organize resistance to the colonial war in the Rif mountains of Morocco. 14 L'Islam, représenté par 300 millions d'esclaves, écrasés sous la botte des différents impérialismes européens, reçoit pour la circonstance le qualificatif de "Barbarie", tandis que le capitalisme européen devient la "Civilisation occidentale" 15 The Rif war is here not the result of a clash of civilizations but rather the understandable resistance of a colonized people to external domination. In many respects, Senghor was more astute than Fanon in seeing that Islam could provide an identity around which resistance to Empire might be constructed, but he was excessively optimistic about the possibility of creating alliances between different anti-colonial groups.
Both men interpreted revolts that were motivated in large part by a sense of a shared religious and/or cultural identity as politically radical acts that would lead to a more equal world -and they were both largely wrong in their judgement. However, do these Une des plus grosses questions du jour est celle du réveil des nègres.
[…] Les impérialistes […] exploitent la division de castes et de tribus existant primitivement dans notre race, en divisant les nègres en trois espèces différentes : "Hommes de couleur", "Noirs" -tout court -et Nègres.
[…] être nègre, c'est n'être bon qu'à être exploité jusqu'à la dernière goutte de son sang ou être transformé en soldat pour la défense des intérêts du capitalisme envers et contre tous ceux qui oseraient gêner à son extension. 18 In 1926, to call for 'le réveil des nègres' was immediately to evoke a set of ideas and a vocabulary that had been rendered popular by Marcus Garvey, who had consistently called for the black world to wake from its long sleep. The most striking aspect of CDRN's transnational translation of Garvey's ideas is their use of the term 'nègre' as a proud badge of self-identification, just as Garvey had proclaimed himself a 'Negro' (always with a capital 'N'). In an era when the term 'noir' was widely gaining prominence as a more dignified replacement for 'nègre', which was seen as derogatory and demeaning, Senghor and the CDRN deliberately choose 'nègre' as the term that encompasses all black people:
Nous […] nous faisons honneur et gloire de nous appeler Nègres, avec un grand N majuscule en tête. C'est notre race nègre que nous voulons guider sur la voie de sa libération totale du joug esclavagiste qu'elle subit. Nous voulons imposer le respect dû à notre race, ainsi que son égalité avec toutes les autres races du monde ; ce qui est son droit et notre devoir.
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While it is important to acknowledge differences in vocabulary, intellectual framework and the specific conclusions drawn, I would contend that Senghor is here occupying very similar ground to the Fanon of Peau noire, masques blancs. The term 'nègre' is deployed in the Sartrean sense that Fanon mobilized in his borrowings from Réflexions sur la question juive:
it is an invention of the white world, an identity that has been imposed from outside. However, where Fanon calls on these identities to be deconstructed and abandoned in Peau noire, Masques blancs, Senghor calls on his fellow nègres -imagined almost exclusively as a masculine identity, again, in a fashion similar to Fanon -to embrace the name that has been imposed on them from outside. The 'nègre' is an individual who has been downtrodden and oppressed through slavery, colonialism, segregation: the terms 'noir' and 'homme de couleur' are seen merely as escape routes for educated blacks seeking a place in a dominant white society. The first step towards liberation is to embrace one's identity as a 'nègre', for that provides a brilliant analysis of the complexity and the contradictions in Fanon's writing, as he sought to reconcile issues of race, class and empire in ways that that are highly original but that also belong to a long and rich tradition of engagement with such questions. Fanon was not uniquely successful as a theorist nor was he unusually blind to those factors that did not suit his argument. He was, as Macey argues, a man struggling not to only to make sense of his world but also to change it, working within the inherent constraints of his times and his own cultural and intellectual background. Above all, Fanon was an angry man who sought to channel that anger to change the world and not simply to define it. He took sides with all of the compromises and blind spots that such a choice entails. Where some critics have read
Fanon 'backwards' so as to make light of his decision to 'take sides', Macey seeks to understand that choice in terms that resonate with Timothy Brennan's work on Amilcar
Cabral:
The dialectic of colonizer and colonized was simply not supposed to represent either a sociological explanation or a nuanced cultural model. It was itself a focus-that is, a careful exclusion. He was not lumping difference together, nor was he unaware of multiple communities with their disparate interests. He did not emphasize the disparate because it would not then, in that project, have led to more than the impossibility of doing. 27 Indeed, one might find in the impulse to do justice to the anger at the heart of Fanon's life and writings a fitting tribute to the life and writings of David Macey, for whom oppression and marginalization were never mere theoretical abstractions. 
